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Abstract 
I asked human observers to rate capacity and trustworthiness trait impressions of, and to indicate 
affiliative and avoidant dispositions, and felt emotive responses toward social objects. I show 
that interpersonal dispositions and emotive responses are systematically associated with variation 
in perceived levels of these trait impressions. The findings suggest that perception and 
expression of cues that signal capacity and trustworthiness of reciprocating altruism may 
underlie discrete affect behaviors in humans.  
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Social Processing of Discrete Emotions in Humans 
Humans are sensitive to form relationships with others who evidence high reciprocity 
potential: capacity and trustworthiness of investing in a mutually beneficial relationship1. The 
limbic system automatically scans social objects for cues of competencies and trustworthiness, 
and hence interpersonal threat levels2-4. These core trait impressions may underlie affiliative and 
avoidant dispositions toward other people5. A related prediction is that humans are similarly 
sensitive to advertise cues of capacity and trustworthiness through various expressive behaviors, 
including expressed emotion, and in ways that selectively operate to attract, avoid, and otherwise 
maintain social relationships1. If so, then there should be systematic relations between 
perceptions of high and low capacity and trustworthiness trait-levels in social objects, and 
discrete emotive responses and interpersonal dispositions toward the objects.  
Humans implicitly prefer capacity attributes (e.g., physical attractiveness, intelligence, 
financial potential) in others at similar, though slightly higher levels as self-evaluations of these 
traits, evidencing a quadratic trend. In contrast, preference for trustworthiness cues (e.g., 
displayed kindness) is more linear and irrespective of self evaluations6,7. These patterns support 
the hypothesis that (H1): humans are sensitive to form relationships (affiliate) with individuals 
who evidence high levels of trust cues, regardless of the social object’s relative capacity 
attributes. In theory1, felt admiration and sympathy toward others should operate as affiliative 
dispositions, while fear and disgust should operate with avoidant dispositions. Specifically, I 
predicted that (H2): social objects who evoke perceptions of low capacity and low trust should 
best predict felt disgust; high capacity but low trust should predict fear; low capacity but high 
trust should predict sympathy; and high capacity and high trust should predict admiration.  
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I presented twenty-two digitized sketches of famous persons to eight hundred and thirty 
eight adult human subjects. The subjects rated the social objects for capacity and trustworthiness 
trait impressions, affiliative (be friends) versus avoidant (stay away from) dispositions, and felt 
emotive responses toward the social objects (Supplementary Methods online). It was evident that 
certain social objects evoked a general consensus of trait impressions and emotive responses, 
whereas other objects were differentially perceived (Fig. 1). Using binary logistic regressions 
(Supplementary Equations), I show that subjects’ trustworthiness ratings were stronger 
predictors of interpersonal dispositions than were the subjects’ capacity ratings (Table 1). 
Hosmer and Lemeshow goodness-of-fit tests suggested that the two construct solutions 
adequately accounted for the subjects' dispositions toward each of the social objects (ps > .05), 
except for President George Bush (p < .001), whose responses were affected by additional 
factors.  
To examine whether trait impressions predicted felt emotions to the social objects, the 
subjects’ capacity and trustworthiness ratings for each object were re-coded as four dichotomous 
values (Supplementary Equations): whether or not subjects rated the object as evidencing low 
capacity and low trustworthiness [ct], high capacity but low trustworthiness [Ct], low capacity 
but high trustworthiness [cT], and high capacity and high trustworthiness [CT].  Emotive 
responses were dichotomously coded as whether or not the subjects responded to each social 
object with the emotions that were predicted from the object’s mean capacity and trustworthiness 
ratings (Fig. 1).  As shown in Table 1, the predicted synchrony of trait impressions accounted for 
the greatest amount of variance in felt emotions for sixteen of the twenty-two social objects. 
Goodness-of-fit tests suggested that the four construct solutions adequately accounted for felt 
emotive responses toward each of the social objects (ps > .05). 
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 These results show that trustworthiness trait impressions effectively predict social 
dispositions and felt emotions that either induce interpersonal affiliation or avoidance from 
others5,7. Discrete affiliative and avoidant emotions covary with capacity impressions, and may 
reflect a fundamental sensitivity to reciprocate the advertisement of high capacity (e.g., via 
admiration and disgust) versus low capacity (e.g., via sympathy and fear) cues to others1.  These 
interactive and reactive mechanisms appear to be evolutionary elaborations of species-universal 
approach/withdrawal motivational systems8,9. Affect behaviors in humans may be specialized for 
regulating the individual’s relationships and thus potential fitness-related opportunities and risks 
of interacting with different people.  
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Table 1 
          H1: Interpersonal Dispositions                                                            H2: Felt Emotions    
Social Object n Waldc  Waldt  H1 R2   n Predicted Emotion Waldct  WaldCt  WaldcT  WaldCT  H2 R2  
Osama bin Laden 741 .46 48.50*** Yes .22  787 Fear 23.51*** .08 .28 .29 No .04 
George Bush 744 .07 204.68*** Yes .64  782 Admiration 91.65*** 75.55*** 6.14** 74.34*** No .49 
Starving Child 717 6.17** 67.82*** Yes .24  778 Sympathy 125.51*** .80 146.87*** 37.63*** Yes .60 
Hillary Clinton 737 10.24*** 170.57*** Yes .53  782 Admiration 76.04*** 7.54*** 21.10*** 117.06*** Yes .47 
Jesus Christ 738 5.55* 39.03*** Yes .62  783 Admiration 2.34 .00 12.89*** 275.03*** Yes .74 
Adolf Hitler 741 .19 64.40*** Yes .25  788 Fear 40.97*** 54.55*** 6.63** 8.40*** Yes .19 
Saddam Hussein 731 .69 40.99*** Yes .18  779 Fear 29.49*** 1.66 2.45 .18 No .06 
The Great Khali 716 2.78 114.92*** Yes .31  751 Fear 5.72* 48.68*** 2.63 10.94*** Yes .13 
Michael Jackson 739 2.76 108.29*** Yes .36  781 Disgust 24.87*** 1.98 17.27*** 18.33*** Yes .14 
Abraham Lincoln 742 8.43 60.16*** Yes .41  788 Admiration 11.69*** 5.40* 59.78*** 204.70*** Yes .83 
Michael Myers 749 1.27 63.93*** Yes .22  801 Fear 31.87*** 184.81*** 13.80*** 3.17 Yes .44 
Rosie O’donnell 744 2.22 140.69*** Yes .47  784 Disgust 82.64*** 2.78 35.26*** 49.97*** Yes .33 
Elvis Presley 733 5.40* 73.27*** Yes .33  771 Admiration 2.41 6.54** 89.43*** 101.65*** Yes .48 
JonBenét Ramsey 732 2.24 46.86*** Yes .17  782 Sympathy 95.15*** 2.72 139.89*** 21.61*** Yes .48 
Homer Simpson 748 1.01 82.88*** Yes .35  774 Disgust 15.17*** 6.42** 87.58*** 36.27*** No .41 
Brittany Spears 741 8.51** 122.39*** Yes .41  789 Disgust 3.27 2.56 35.43*** 23.64*** No .15 
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Table 1 continued              
Superman 732 8.99*** 12.14*** Yes .33  781 Admiration 6.68** 16.15*** 35.90*** 198.49*** Yes .83 
Mother Teresa 738 2.84 47.07*** Yes .46  788 Admiration .19 1.51 63.70*** 207.43*** Yes .82 
Mike Tyson 734 2.49 100.33*** Yes .28  766 Fear 30.93*** .03 15.05*** 7.89** No .10 
Oprah Winfrey 737 1.15 104.65*** Yes .43  786 Admiration 1.06 10.55*** 54.84*** 198.52*** Yes .69 
Cancer Victim 748 .00 72.92*** Yes .22  800 Sympathy 57.65*** 3.30 174.82*** 8.74*** Yes .45 
War Victim 740 9.21** 67.96*** Yes .23  790 Sympathy 109.49*** .33 176.12*** 40.85*** Yes .67 
Note. Waldc and Waldt are the regression coefficients for capacity and trustworthiness used to examine the first hypothesis (H1). 
Waldct, WaldCt, WaldcT, and WaldCT are the regression coefficients used to examine the second hypothesis (H2) as follows: low 
capacity and low trust, high capacity and low trust, low capacity and high trust, and high capacity and high trust (respectively).  The 
Nagelkerke R2 is an approximation of the ordinary least squares R2. *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p< .001. 
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Figure 1. Trait impressions, interpersonal dispositions, and felt emotive reactions to social 
objects. The social objects (Supplemental Figure Legend) are positioned according to mean 
capacity and trustworthiness ratings (Supplementary Table). The two values under each object 
are the percentage of subjects who reported a desire to either affiliate with, or to avoid the object, 
respectively.  The four values on the right side of each object, from top to bottom, are the 
percentage of subjects that responded to the object with either: admiration, disgust, fear, or 
sympathy, respectively.   
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